ORGANIZED LABOR AN D THE NEGRO

C h a r l e s H . W e s l e y
Organized Labor throughout its his tory in the United States has not only failed to unite its forces but it has also permitted racial barriers to maintain additional divisions in its ranks. From the beginning of the organized labor movement to the present day, the sta tus of the Negro worker has presented a situation which has been difficult for labor to settle satisfactorily. The first national labor union, the National La bor Union, which was organized in 1866 and held its first convention in 1869, agreed to admit Negroes to mem bership.1 Local unions in subsequent years nullified these statements. These denials led Negroes to establish sep arate labor organizations. The first of these met in Washington, D.C., in 1869. This convention is important only in the fact that it was the first successful attempt of Negroes to or ganize on a national basis after the Civil War. The Knights of Labor, which was also organized in 1869, planned, according to its declarations, to unite all workers in a common cause. Negroes joined the organization in large numbers because it claimed to make no distinction of race. These or ganizations composing the American Labor Movement of earlier years failed in their purposes either to or ganize labor or to influence the status of Negro workers. The American Federation of Labor since its inception in 1881 has declared in various ways that all workers should be organized without regard to race, creed, color, or sex.3 One of its earliest declarations was, " it is the duty of the working people of the United States to organize and cooperate for the protec tion of all workers without regard to nationality, sex, politics, color or re ligion." During the Detroit Conven tion of 1890, a resolution was passed stating that " the convention looked with disfavor upon trade unions hav ing provisions which exclude from membership persons on account of race or color." During the conventions of 1892, 1893, 1894, and 1895, either by resolution or by speeches, similar dec larations were made.4 When it was reported to the convention of 1897 that Booker T. Washington had said that the labor unions were obstacles to the economic advancement of the Negro as a result of their exclusion of Ne groes from membership, the Conven tion assembled at Nashville, Tennes see, declared that all workers, white and black, were welcome to its ranks and denounced the statement by Dr. Washington " as untrue and without foundation in fact." As an evidence of the untruth of this assertion reference the North and South, to stamp out race hatred in the unions, to organize Negro workers, and to build a solid front of the workers of both races against American Capitalism, is a crime against the whole working class. If the unions of the American Federation of Labor, through ignorance and prejudice, fail in this duty to the American workers, and continue a policy of exclusion in the face of the influx of Negro workers into industry, we Negro workers must or ganize our own unions as a powerful weapon with which to fight our way into the exist ing labor movement on a basis of full equality.8
This organization was ephemeral and made no significant contribution to Negro labor organization. It is im portant, however, to remember that this Congress proposed that Negro Labor would find its own way towards organization.
At the same time, plans were launched in New York City for the organization of the Pullman Porters. Negro should be brought into the or ganized labor movement. Randolph and his followers were in part respon sible for this change of attitude. At the Boston Convention in 1930, Randolph, speaking for the Pullman Porters, asked for the assistance of the coun cils and unions in their fight for recog nition. The Executive Committee of the Federation repeated the sentiments previously expressed that all workers in the United States and Canada, skilled and unskilled, were eligible to membership, " irrespective of creed, color, nationality, sex, or politics." At tention was called to Article X I of the laws of the Federation providing for the issuance of separate charters to central unions, local unions, or federal unions, " composed exclusively of col ored members where, in the judgment of the Executive Committee, it appears advisable and to the best interest of the trade union movement to do so."
This declaration, as the earlier ones, did not alter the policy of the unions of excluding Negro applicants and of not encouraging their organization. The unions were autonomous and the majority excluded Negroes. In 1934, there were nineteen national and inter national unions which excluded Ne groes from membership and eight of these were affiliated with the American Federation of Labor. Four years earlier, in 1930, there were twenty-four national and international unions, ten of which were affiliated with the Amer ican Federation of Labor, which ex cluded Negroes from membership. A c cordingly, some progress had been made towards organization of Negro labor by these unions, although this has meant, in the main, their organiza tion in separate locals.
The Convention of the Federation, meeting in 1934 at San Francisco, ap pointed a committee to conduct a sur vey of Negro labor and the unions. Another committee report was made at the 1935 Convention in Atlantic City. Hearings had been held in Washing ton, D.C., to which there came repre sentatives of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored Peo ple, the Joint Committee on National Recovery, the National Urban League, the Department of the Interior, the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, the skilled Negro building trades work ers, and Howard University and Fisk University. The facts from these hearings showed that there was a wide spread practice of exclusion and dis crimination. The Federation commit tee concluded by recommending that, " all national and international unions and the American Federation of Labor conduct a continuous campaign of education to bring to the white worker the necessity for greater unity of the workers in the labor movement to the end that all discrimination against Ne groes will be removed." An effort was made by Randolph, who termed this report as " merely a dignified, diplo matic camouflage," to have the con vention adopt a report calling upon the unions to harmonize their rules and practises with the declarations of the conventions. This proposal was re ferred to the Executive Committee. Again the Federation refused to face squarely the division in its ranks con cerning racial lines. At the Houston convention of the Federation in 1938, a resolution was adopted calling upon the national and international unions to cease their color discriminations. President Green sent later a letter urg ing them " to eliminate the color bar and all forms of discrimination which serve to exclude workers from mem bership on account of race or color."
From this period onward, the Feder ation was seeking to offset the exclu sion policy of its unions by organizing Negro workers who were refused by the internationals and locals into separate organizations.
Membership Restrictions
This exclusion led to the creation of dual federal and local unions. Another railroad union composed of Negro workers was the Association of Colored Railway Trainmen and Loco motive Firemen which was organized in 1912 at Knoxville, Tennessee. Its object was " to unite the colored rail way employees, to extend their inter ests and promote their general welfare, to provide aid and assistance to fami lies, to use legitimate, and lawful means of harmonizing and rectifying differences between members of the as sociation and employers." Its member ship in 1936 was 3,000 in 60 locals in 17 states.
A third important independent union was the National Alliance of Postal Employees which began its organiza tion at Chattanooga, Tennessee, in 1913. It was organized by Negroes in the Railway Mail Service who were excluded because of race from mem bership in the Railway Mail Associa tion. Its membership privileges were extended in 1923 to include all Negro workers in the Postal Service of the United States. In 1926, its membership was 1,700 distributed in 53 locals in 25 states. By 1936, its membership had increased to 4,800 also in 25 states.
Among the significant movements within the ranks of Negro workers was the Brotherhood of Dining Car Em ployees which grew out of an organiz ing movement among the waiters on the New York, New Haven and Hart ford Railroad in 1917. The cooks on the same line joined with them in forming the New Haven Cooks-Waiters Union. The dining car employees on other New England roads sought affiliation and the result, in 1920, was the organization of the Brotherhood of Dining Car Employees. Its member ship was reported in 1936 as 2,700 dis tributed in subordinate councils on the eastern railroad systems. The Brother hood and its Western contemporary, the National Brotherhood of Dining Car employees, organized in 1920, were largely superseded by the Hotel and Restaurant Employees" International Alliance, which was an affiliate of the American Federation of Labor. The Joint Council of Dining Car Employ ees, representing 15 railroad locals of this international, has also been active in labor organization among Negroes. Of the 7,000 members in these 15 lo cals, 1,500 are white cooks and wait resses.
The United Government Employees was organized in 1936. Its program consisted of one big union throughout the country, a minimum wage of $1,500, automatic promotions, equal pay regardless of color, civil service status for emergency employees, the amendment of the Social Security Act to include domestic and farm workers, and the appointment of a Negro to an administrative post in the U. S. Civil Service. In 1939, this organization claimed that it had members in 20 states and that 2,300 members were in the District of Columbia organiza tion. It is asserted that over a half million dollars of salary increases have been won through the efforts of this group. Its membership program con tinues to grow and it does not fail to have representation before all commit tee hearings concerning the condition of government employees.
The most recent organization of Ne gro workers on a national scale was the International Brotherhood of Red Caps. This Brotherhood arose in the spring of 1937. In 1938 representatives of the Brotherhood filed a petition with the Interstate Commerce Commission requesting the amendment or interpre tation of its orders " defining and clas sifying employees and subordinate o f ficials so as to include the work of persons whose duties consist of, or in clude, carrying passenger hand bag gage and other articles at various pas senger stations, and thus bring them under the term 'employee' as defined in the fifth paragraph of Section 1 of the Railroad Labor Act, as amended." The Commission rendered, on Septem ber 29, 1938, its decision, which stated that the red caps in passenger stations in cities with populations of over 100,000 were " employees" under the definition of the act. The recent Wage and Hour Act has raised the question, in view of action by the railroads, con cerning the classification of tips as wages under this act. A decision has not been rendered, at the present writ ing, but it will have, when rendered, great influence upon the living stand ards of about 6,000 Negro workers.15
Negroes are also in the membership of such unions as the musicians, bar bers, hotel and restaurant employees, tobacco workers, longshoremen, work- 
One B ig U nion
The idea of one national union to embrace all workers has been frequent ly in the minds of labor organizers since the old Knights of Labor. Several attempts had been made to achieve this purpose. Left-wing labor leaders had not been negligent in this respect. The Industrial Workers of the World, organized in Chicago in 1905, looked forward to this goal. It had declared that all workingmen should be or ganized regardless of " creed or col or." 16 It had also declared that, " Be tween those two classes (the working class and the employing class) a strug gle must go on until the workers of the world organize as a class, take posses sion of the earth and the machinery of production and abolish the wage system." Negroes were members of the I.W.W. and were active in locals and national conventions. It has been estimated that at one time there were 100,000 membership cards issued to Negroes.17 * * only accepted the idea but they have practised it. Several vain efforts were made prior to 1934 to unionize the tenant farmers but it was not until July of this year, when twenty-seven men, black and white, met in an old school house in Tyronza, Arkansas, and organized the Southern Tenant Farmers Union. In spite of the opposi tion of plantation owners, riding bosses and local officials of the law, the work of organization spread rapidly. This work was carried on in secret. Meet ings were held in the fields, the woods and in ramshackled Negro churches, for only in such places in certain Southern areas could the two races meet on equal terms. A group of young Southern Socialists, led by Howard Kester, helped to keep the work ac tive.21 The union was incorporated on July 26,1934, an office was established in Memphis and the union's efforts were directed from there. Dues were set at ten cents a month and the initi ation fee was placed at thirty cents. By 1935, the union had become a vigorous force. It sought to negotiate with plantation owners and began to initiate strikes for better working con ditions. Two years later, it affiliated on an autonomous basis with the United Cannery, Agricultural, Packing and Allied Workers of America. When it was publicly reported and variously rumored that Communists were dom inating this organization, the Southern Tenant Farmers Union withdrew its affiliation with this organization in March 1939.22 The sharecroppers un der Communist leadership and with 10,000 members, were organized in Alabama and other states, and have been equally active.23 Reactions have taken place in several communities to these activities. These have grown the more bitter when it was known that Communists were directing some of the work of organization. Lynchings are reported to have taken place as a re sult of the activities of Negroes in these unions.24 Nevertheless, coura geously, workers, black and white, have continued to move forward to gether towards the larger unionization of the workers of the soil as well as the workers of the shops, the offices and the mills.
F uture Steps
In the light of the above facts, what are the paths along which organized labor and the Negro may travel in the future? First, there will be the con tinuation of the efforts to organize Negro workers. It will be necessary to overcome the reluctance and indiffer ence of some of the unions which have believed that the Negro has no interest in unionization. In order to overcome any lack of interest in unionism which the Negro workers have, Negro or ganizers should be trained and sent among them for educative purposes, just as is done in the case of white workers. They should lead in educat ing Negro workers to see that, as a result of their unorganized status, they are more subject to exploitation and are without power to bargain collec tively. However, Negroes have often found that unionism does not offer them the same security as it does to whites. Efforts should be made by edu cators to show Negro workers and white workers where their real inter ests are and that labor's future can be advanced only by a united front of all workers. In this connection, the ex perience of the United Hebrew Trades, organized by Jewish labor leaders and intellectuals, to advance the organi zation of Jewish labor has lessons for the Negro.
The second path will be reached when the Negro worker realizes that his attitude of passivity with reference to the economic pattern is contribut ing to his own plight. In addition, he will become, as many Negroes have al ready become, more courageous in the face of the realities of labor situa tions. The fearless work of the New Negro Alliance in its job-seeking, its picketing, its idea of proportional em ployment in terms of purchasing power, and court-testing programs should have significance for Negro la bor leadership.25 The attitude of this organization has brought to its support several white labor organizations. Its techniques as ultimate solutions are subject to criticism but these may have some value for separate Negro labor organizations engaged in collective bargaining.
The third path has already been sug gested. This will be through an in creasing cooperation of black and white workers. This cooperation has not only been achieved nationally in the organizations mentioned but also in local bodies. Miners, sharecroppers, tenant-farmers, garment workers, longshoremen and others have experi enced the advantages of this type of cooperation. This path should be wid ened increasingly. The cooperation should take place not as between su periors and inferiors, one needing the other and perforce is compelled to ac cept him, but rather between equals in rights and opportunities. Separate racial labor unions are temporary and palliative but they can be the first steps to changes in the organizational pattern which can lead to unionization on the basis of economic and racial equality. The latter is the more desir able objective and the Negro should realize that his ultimate advantages are in integration rather than separa tion.
It seems clear that unionization of Negro Labor will move in future years along these two paths. In some cases, integration will take place and in others there will be separation. It can scarcely be expected that there would be an immediate breakdown of racial lines in communities with separate racial social systems, short of eco nomic revolution. It can be well en visioned that racial lines may be broken at first in labor organization, while interracial intellectuals are ra tionalizing differences, maintaining " good" race relations and waving the " red" flag above labor leaders who insist upon the importance of realiz ing that fundamentally class lines are more determinative of labor's future than racial ones which are more de pendent upon the accidents of birth. The future of white labor and of black labor will be tested by this realization as well as by its collective-bargaining power with American economic leader ship.
